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William H . Bolen

Do you ever wonder if others
react in the same way that you
do to what they find in a store?
Would n't it be interesting to have
some way of knowing how others
view the retail shopping
experience and, if you are a
retailer, wouldn't it be nice to
know what you might do in your
store to increase store traffic and
to have that store traffic translate
into an increase in store sales?
To get these types of answers,
one could hire consultants to
study retailers and customers
a nd ultimately determine why
people buy, or one could just
read and study the contents of
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WHY WE BUY by Paco Underhill.
Underhill and his company,
Envirosell, have spent years
learning about how people shop.
More than 50,000 videotaped
observations, combined with
many other personal observations, provide the database for
the book.
To help the reader learn about
the science of shopping, the book
divides the subject into nineteen
concise chapters with the first
two chapters providing details on
how Underhill got started in the
people-shopping business and
why he got started in that
business. In the latter case, the
author points out the many
things about shopping that
retailers do not know-things
like their stores' conversion rates
(the percentage of shoppers who
become buyers) or their stores'
interception rates (the percentage
of shoppers who have contact
with store personnel). What is
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the conclusion of the chapter?
Most retailers do not know what
is really happening in their
stores.
The next five chapters examine
the mechanics of shopping. The
author discusses the transition
zone, the area around the store
entrance. Just as an airplane
needs a landing strip to slow
down, customers also need a
deceleration lane. The smart
retailer provides room for the
customer to adjust to the store
and, once customers gel inside
the store, retailers need to give
them free hands lo shop. Give
them shopping carts and baskets
and make these carts and baskets
available throughout the store,
not just at the front of the store.
Remember, a free hand is a
potential shopping hand. Give
them good signs to read-and
place the signs where customers
can see them but do not let the
signs get in the customers' sight
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Jines. If that is not enough to
consider, there is a definite way
that people move through the
store. For example, most
customers want to move to the
right, and many will go halfway
down an aisle and tum around
instead of going down the entire
aisle. Suggestions are given as to
how a retailer might take
advantage of this shopping
behavior. In the last chapter in
the section, the dynamics of
shopping are addressed. It
should come as no surprise that
shoppers appreciate chairs in
stores and, if chairs are
provided, sales will be enhanced.
But another unrelated finding
was that many people buy fast
food through the drive-through
and then eat it in the parking lot
of the restaurant (translation: a
larger, cleaner, brighter parking
lot means higher drive-through
sales). Knowing what customers
want can enhance sales even in
the fast food business.
The third section of the book
looks at the demographics of
shopping. G iven the fact that
"men are from Sears Hardware,
and women are from Bloomingdale's," Underhill cites numerous
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findings that could be of great
assistance to the retailer. For
example, data reveal that over
half of the male shoppers who
try something on buy it as
opposed to 25 percent of female
shoppers. Knowing this, smart
retailers make it easy for male
shoppers to locate and use
dressing rooms. Which sex looks
more carefully at prices? Which
sex shops from a list more often?
The answer to both questions is
the female shopper. Many other
comparisons are made about men
vs. women. Other demographics,
including the younger customer
and the older customer, are also
examined. For example, many
suggestions are given as to how
to make the store more childfriendly and, therefore, more
customer-friendly.
The last part of the book
examines the dynamics of
shopping. Findings reveal that
customers buy a product when
they believe in that product.
Customers believe in a product
when they can see it, smell it,
touch it, hear it, taste it, and try
it. Want lo sell the customer?
Then get the customer involved
with the product.
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The author does not stop with
mortar stores. E-retailing is also
addressed with all of its
problems. This one chapter, by
itself, makes the book a worthwhile read. The reader is
encouraged to make e-retailing
fun and easy. A few e-retailing
horror stories are included so
that the retailer reading the book
will, hopefully, not make these
same mistakes.
WHY WE BUY is an easy read.
It is also a must read for anyone

involved in in-store retailing.
Numerous examples are given,
and many different types of
stores are discussed . The book
lets the reader learn from the
mistakes of others and from the
numerous observations of
Underhill and his associates.
Almost anyone in retailing will
pick up ideas that can be translated into action plans. These
action plans can easily result in
additional revenues that could
exceed the cost of the book many
times over. Given the $25 price
tag of the book, the retailer who
carefully studies the findings
provided in WHY WE BUY
should receive a very positive
return on his or her investment.
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